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ABSTRACT

The "diffusion of responsibility"™ hypothesis as an
explanation of helping behavior (or lack of same) is qualified by
suggesting that the hypothesis applies only in non-interacting
situations. It is hypothesized that interacting groups who are aware
of a help-demanding situation actually focus the responsibility and,
therefore, take action as a group more rapidly than will a
non-interacting group. Evidence is gathered in a contrived
help-demanding situation emploving a 2x3 (sex X condition) in which
three conditions--alone, non-interacting groups, and interacting
groups--are used. The evidence substantiates the major hypothesis.
Speculation is also presented concerning the relationship of the
"alone" condition to the interacting and non-interacting groups.
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Introducticn

The inaction of witnessos to a situation of grave dangur for anothes
person has been the subject of much public attentich in vecent years. In
“G€, Catherine Genovese wes stalked for mora than half an hous and finally
stabbed to death 1n tires separate atiacks on a /lew York street. OfF the
thirty-eight people sho natched this scene, no one attoanted to help the
girt directiy or ¢ven to contact the police. The publicity from tifs
‘neident caused a great coal of public concerr sbout the inaction of
bys-anders. Interest grow among sectal psychologists, whe saw it as an
mportant problam in himan behsvior, and while their research situations
pave not been as dramatic anu tragic as this ipciden:, scme have vegun to
stucdy the prcblem of bystander inacticn in the field and 4n the laboratory.

Latané and Darley {1568a, 1968b, and 1970) cffer an expianatisr
which ccuid account fur tha phencmenon of hystander inaction. They
sugaest that to the extent that a person knows th2t others are also
looking on and are equally avaflabie for taking action, he should feel
less responsibility for taking action himself. This Teads to the pY €~
diciion that th2 more neople observing a help-demanding situation, the
less Vikeiy 1t {ic that anyone will take action.

In one experiment (Latane and Darley, 1968a) subjects had a

discussion through a two-way communication system where they were

isolated from each other. During the discussion, ore of the other
subjects underwent what appeared to be a serjous sefzure. The reszlts

Revised version of a paper read at the American Sociological Association
annual meeting at New Orleans, La., 1972. Appreciation 1s given to James

Blascovich for helpful comments on an earlier draft of the paper, and to
Diana Doolittle for other help on the paper.
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showed that the larger the group the subject perceived himself to pe a
part of, the longer his delay in taking actfon.

{n a second experiment (Latané and Darlay, 1963b), smoke was fntivo-
duced Into a rosm where students were completing a questionnalre. Again,
the larger the group the less 1ikely was anyone to respond 40 the
"emergency."

In their first experiment. Latane and Carley {19632}, posit diffusion
of responsibility as an interprctation of thefr firdings, but they are
not explicit as to what kind of group “cthers prasent” means. In their
experiment, the subjects were not ahle to commnicate with others whom
they believed to be present. This constituted a aroup only in a limited
sense, for 1t lacked meaningful interaction and @ functional group
structure. However, the experimenters do not cualify thedr hypothesis
to take these factors into account.

In their second cxperiment, Latane and Parley (1068b) discuss factors
invelved 1n a group situation. They hypcthesize that each parsen in the
group may ccaform to the apparent passivity and lack of reaction of others.
This may be due tc the ambiguity of the situatien. The subjects did not
recognize the situaticn as a help-demanding one. Hewaver, again, alihouch
the subjects were in a group situation, they did not verbally communicete
with each other. Therefore, the membars of these groups were involved in
more of a “co-acting" groun, since each subject had a questicanatire to
complete and did not comnunicate freely with otner subjects.

Thus, we would suggest that these experfmenters have not been explicis

as to what kind of group inhibits individuals from resognizing a situaticn

as an emergency, and how this 1s accomplished. Do they moan groups

similar to their experimental ones where the subjects did not interact?
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Also, when Latsne and Darley discuss how group members influence each
other, they only mention implicit cues involved in communication. Thav
ignore a very important means of cermunication--verbal behavior. This
“noncomwnicating” paradiam 1s also used by others in this area, such
as Ross (1971). The questinn raised by this papc. {s, "How do group
factors 1nfluence behavior in a help-demanding situation vhere the
bystanders are a freely interacting group?”

We woulc suggest, based on the earlier research of Latane and Darley,

that in a help-demanding situation no one member of a ron-interacting

group can be blamed for inaction; the rasponsibility falls upon the
entire group (diffusion of rosponsibility). Members of such a group

do not discuss the matter or decide on whiat action to take ror do they
"divide the Tabor" and "appoint" someone to take ccre of the emergency.
Host importantly, they may be 1n a position where o%hers cannot evaluate
their behavior at that particular time.

In interacting groups, responsibility diffusien becomes an untenable
hypothesis. Assuming that most groups are likely to act aiong nornative
iines, and assuming that help giving 1s a prevalent American norm,] an
interacting group of bystanders will act in a situation where 1t is cliear
that intervention is required. 1in a field ezperiment (Piliavian, Rodin,
and Piliavin, 1969} i~volving groups of subjecis who were able to
interact freely during a help-desanding situation no evidence was found
to support Latané and Darley's diffusion of responsibility rotions. in
fact, the opposite resuit cccurred. The larger the group of subjects
the more quickly they responded. One explanation for this may be that

the interaction of the group actually focuses (rather than diffuses)

the felt responsibility. The group, after deciding that an emergency
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{ateracting observers than anmong non-interacting observers.

Regarding solitary observers, we would hypothesize, following Latane

and Davley, that in a help-dumanding situation solitary observers will

intervene mora quickly than members of non-interacting greups. This

hypothesis is based on the idea that, by definition, solitary observers
are the only ones aware of an emergency situation and, thus, the only
ones who can help. The norm of help-giving provakes them to action.
Also, in solitary observer situations time s not used in checking in
subtle ways with othar co-acting aroup mombers to decide 7 a situatfon
15 really an encrgency.

Wen a cemparison {s made between solitary sbservers :rd interacting
groups, the situation s not clear enough to state a hypothesis. I!swever,
we would sugcest that deciding whother or not a situation is an emergancy
and structuring a groun fur action vequire time--time that 1s not neaded
by the solitary observer. Howaver, factors (sucii as possible danger or
potential cmbarrassment) may impede the solitary observer from quick

action.

Procadures
The subjects were taken from a subject pool mede up of Intraductory
psychology students who received class credit for participating in the
experiment. They were told that the exnerimenter was studying parental
behavior and that they were to be hidden observers during an interview
between the experimcnter and a marvied couple. The fntervicw would be

tape~recorded, but they would be lacking for non-verbal types of benavicrs.
Subfects were told that the taping vas being done unbeknownst to the

parents to insure honesty of their responses, cnd that the parents would

be infoimed of the taping later and their pemission secured before the
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tapes would be analyzed. It was explained to the subjects that this was

a very imporiant task because of the great amount of time and effort
(several months of studying the behavior of cnildren in the families

befng examined) that had gcne into preparation fer the interview. Subjects
vere told that 1f anything went wrong, tnfs would be a severe loss to the
experimenter, because such an occurrence would 41sallow the experimenter's
completing his thesis. (Subjects were, of course, debriefed after the
experimental sessions.) They were then given scoring sheets in order %o
code cartain behaviors in the interview session. The cubjects were

seated in an observation room so they could view the up~coming interaction
through one-way glass mirrors giving visual access to an observation room.
Another observatisn rcom borderad on the opposite wall of the interview
roor. After giving the subjects thalr inst=ictions, the experimenter
went intoc the interview roon and turned on a tape racorder. He than

left the room and waited fn the corridor, ostensibly for tne married
couple. The tape recsrder was set 4n such @ way that the tape appeared

to break exactly five minutes after it was turned on. This was doue
by marking the tase and then playing exactly five minutes of tape. The
tapa 1s cut at thet point and rewound to the raarked sput. When the
recorder was started the tape piayed five minutes and then the take-up
reel ¢arted spinning vapidly, slapping the loose end of the tape against

the recorder. This created a flipping noise which was picked up by the

, g i vecorder's microphone aid transmitied to a speaker that was in the

observation room. The noise was obviously loud enough to make the
parents aware of the taping tmmediataly when they entered the room. The
experimenter started a stop watch concealed in his pocket at the instant

he turned on the recorder. Latency of response was mesasured from the
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time the tape broke to the time the subjects opened the observaticn room
door. This was done by subtractfng five mfnutes from al}l latency scores.
If the subjects responded, the experimenter fixed the tape and kept
the recorder on. Five minutes later the experimeater sent an intervisver
into the observation rcom to administer a short quest;onnaire and a de-
briefing form. If subjects did not respond, the axperimenter antzred the
observation room five minutes after the tape broke and tcld the subjects
that the parents were late and that he was going to call them. If
subjects did not mention anything abecut tie tape the experimenter
appeared to notice the ncise. saw the broken recorder, and went into
the intervies room to fix the tape. After leaving the room he waited
Tive winutes and <hen sent s tie fnterviever. The entire sessfor with
all subjects was tapa-vecorded, from the experimenzer's Instructions to
the post-experimentai intervies. Tais was don2 to aid tn. veritying
whether or not verbal interaction did occur in the multi-person groups.
There were three experimental conditions: 1) One subfect was in
the observation rcom and was toid tihat he was the only obsarver; 2) Onc
subject was 1n the observation voom and was told there were two other
observers in the observation room on the opposite side of the intervicw
roo; and 3) Three subjects were in the same observation room and were
told that they weve the only observers. The latency measure was taken
on the entire group in tals condition. As irdicated, the researc
hypotheses were taat the observe:’s in conditions one and three would
respond more quickly than cobservers 1n conditfon two. No speciiin
hypotheses were stated about the relationshin of conditiors one anhd

three. Ten subjects or grcups of subjects were run in eacl condit{ion--

five of males and five of females.
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Results and Discussfon

A two by three factorial design was used {sex x condition). The
“reality” of the experimental sftuation is evidenced by the fact that
twenty-five of thirty subjects (or groups, as in ccadition three) did
respond within five minutes (see Table 1) and also by post-experimental
1nterv1ews.2 Althcugh females as a whole avzraged more time to respond
(males, X = 55.1 sec.; females, X = 103.7 sec.) there was no main effect
of sex hecause of the great variability of data and small sample size.
However, there was a mafn effect of conditfon (F = 4.86, p < .05).

Although thers was not a significant overall sex effect, a bit of
specuiation may be in order. There appears to be & iendency for males
to respond more quickly than females. Possibly, cuitural and social
norms may help to explain this trend. in Amsrican society, the maie still
has certain expectations mzde on his hehavior as the inftlator of actiom,
bread-winner, protector, etc. {women‘s 1ib m>t w.thstanding). In this
experiment, males may have felt that 1t was part of their male vole to
intervene in a help-demanding situaticn ard vere mors aware of sanctions
regarding their behavior, especizlly in groups whera they could be
eviluated by others. It fs interesting to note tiat particulsrly in
condition II (non interacting apparant groups) femasles responded much
more slowly than males. We did not specivy wiether the other {(fictitious}
observers were meles or females. Some may have assumed {cv hoped} that
the other “subject” was male, thus perhaps rclteving them of responsibility.
Thes hypothesis suggests further research recarding the compositicn of
bystarder groups. This experiment used homogenaous groups, but more

work could be done with iwo man, one weman and two WoMan, Gne man groups.

In a mixed group would the men be the respondar? fuother interesting
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situation mignt be a single male subject fn the observation room and
"femalz observers” in the other observation room.

Tidividuay ~tests between conditions two anu three and between
conditions one and three indfcated that both research hyrstheses were
confirmed. Persans alone or 1n interacting groups usually reacted much
faster {han Jdid 7nose In non~interacting anparest groups. This finding
15 contrary to what woild hive beer expected by a sinpie applicaticn of
the 4ivfusion of responsibiiity hycothesis wiich would have pradictad ro
differance hetweer conditicns .o and three. The results ave also some-
what at odds with the resulis of lorte (i971) wiizh Tound "focused®
subfects responding wor: quickly than eithey TC or i subjects. It
should be nsted, however, that he had no true alone condition 4n his
researvh. The “focusing” of responsinvility was through making the ather
subjects (confederates) iess able to intervens.

Ecvifer tn this paper the criticism was made coacerning Latana and
bariey’z co-acting and non-interacting gssups. ‘fe found that much
interaction weit on during tie five minute perdod befcre the tape broke.
First ¢¥ all, the subfocts were in a good position to fnteract. Thay
were net {0 3 rigldly stivuctured situation, Yimited by a rotating
micraphone cysten whiie sitting in sepairate cubicles, nor aid they have
their leads Livfed fn a tast hookiet. They wore in a small rocm, ssated
around a deck wWith their chairs abeut three feet from erch other §n
front of a cne-way slzss uhera they could see 1nto the “Intorview® woom.
They were free to ook at each other and talk to eacih other. The subdects,
oince the exparimentar 1oft tiz voom, would begin to converse with c¢ich

other in polite banter - "What classes do you have?", "Have you been in

arother psychology expsriments?", "Gee, mid-terms are coming up’" Some
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groups of subjects began discussing the way the rating forms were to be
completed. (This was a good indication of the success of deceiving the
subjects that they were raally observers) and instructions to them:.
Examination of the tape recordings helped verify that interaction teok
place although no systematic anaiysis of the recordings wss attempted.
The results also show that, except for one female group, conditfcn
three groups vesponded, on the average more quickly than did those in
conditisn cne ("alene"}, a Tinding contrary to %iiose of Korte (1971).
o hypothasis was presented about the relationsaip of these corditions,
out periaps scme discussion regardisng this poirt may be helpful. In the
interacting group there are nmore neopie to furnish information useful in.
deteiwining that this is a help-demanding sttuation. & tacior that might
vork egainst a more rapid rospeonse by groups in the simple fact tiat they
must take time 2o comaunice i okl wezch conciusiuns. Individ:als alone,
of course, are not faced with this time-conzisaing tasi, They can take
action more quickly, but this recuires that they dogide snether or not a
given situation iz an emergency witiout the help of ther cpinions, Alss,
they must assume all pessihia danger or embarrassmenis. Fuvther rasearch
should be done to clairify the recctions 5f Ione individue’s znd futeracting
groups. to help-denanding situctiors. Hovever, the resuli. we.i’d =2em %o
indicate that under some conditions interacting groups fonus »ather than

diffuse responsibiiity in hzlp-demanding situations.
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footnotes

]Tnere is strong evidence that cultural rorms influence the behavior of
interacting groups, and usually one of these r-vms {s that of neiping
others in distress. In support of tiis, ans {1967) states that
humanitarian vaiues meet tie criteria to be corsidered major values in
American sccievy. Berkowitz (1967) states that the exnerimental results
and the subjects' post-evperimental interviews of his research indicate
there 1s a widespread social standard in American middie-cliass societv

prascribing that a nerson should aild those who are dependent upon him.

2In this experiment every subject was given a legitimate reason not %o
intervene. Tu2 experwmenter told each subject thet the parents would
not know that they were being cbserved and that 17 they did know it
mignt ruin the experiment. Thus each subject had tue ooportunity of
not responding with the excuse that he did not want to be seen by the

parents and thus Jeoperdize the erperiment - vet most resnonded.
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Table One

Raw data of two by three design--

sax by condition {in seconds; 300 second max{mum)

Condition
Sax 1 It i inl Tatal
Male 17 i31 17
43 9 42
17 50 18
83 19 13
16 330 9
l\!] = ({6.2 X'}z o 109-4 Xe§3 = -39.4 X-” - 55.1
Fomala 7 300 i5
47 300 23
45 60 21
18 2306 23
69 28 300
Total Xz] = 37.2 Y}Z - 197.6 Yéz a 76.4 ié, e 103.7 -
xil s 36.7 xig e 153.7 X13 = 479 X6 s 79,4




